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The psychiatrists who examine the 
suspect in the shooting of Senator 
Robert P. Kennedy have an unusual 
opportunity, said an investigator of 
social violence. 

For one thing, the assailant of a 
prominent public figure seldom sur- 
vives to be studied, noted John P. 
Spiegel, MD, of Brandeis Univer- 
sity, Waltham, Mass. 

Dr. Spiegel directs a 10-city study 
of urban violence at Brandeis’ Flor- 
ence Heller School for advanced 
studies in social welfare. 

The assassin, he noted, often 
meets violent death himself. Lee 
Harvey Oswald was shot; so was 
John Wilkes Booth. So was Carl 
Austin Weiss, MD, the man who 
killed Sen. Huey P. Long in 1935. 

More important. Dr. Spiegel said, 
this latest incident may be an op- 
portunity to examine a kind of vio- 
lence that is rising in this country; 
the violent act of an individual 
against a public figure. 

Since Abraham Lincoln, he 
pointed out, there have been assassi- 
nation attempts on at least six of 
the last 20 presidents. Four presi- 
dents were killed. 


“A lot of people are- going to ask, 
‘What’s wrong with this country? 
Why do we have so much violence?’ 

“By some measurements, how- 
ever, this country has a very low 
level of violence,” Dr. Spiegel said. 

The United States ranks low 
among the world’s nations in “col- 
lective violence,” he said. Measured 
by generally accepted social stand- 
ards, this country still has fewer 
mass actions by crowds, urban riots, 
university student upheavals, etc, 
than do many Western European 
and Latin American nations. 

A second category, the phenome- 
non of attacks by individuals on 
other individuals, “crime in the 
streets,” is on the rise. 

It is in a third category, however, 
that this country has truly high 
levels of violence, Dr. Spiegel said. 
This is the attack on a public fig- 
ure by an individual. 

“I don’t have a ready answer as 
to why this occurs,” he said, “but 
I believe a ‘pattern’ was established 
with the killing of Abraham Lincoln. 
After that, assassins ‘knew what to 
do.’ ” 

Once established, such “patterns 



are diincult to destroy,” he said. 

_ Why is this particular variety of 
violence so prevalent in this coun- 
try? 

“Again, there is no ready answer, 
but this is a paradoxical society. 
We are peaceful, on the surface. We 
say we believe in talking things out 
rationally, in debating the issues, in 
settling disputes by elections. 

“At another level, however, this 
nation has intense social conflicts 
which do not get into the political 
process.” 

This results in “vision splits.” 
One faction simply cannot see an- 
other’s problems. 

“Apathy of the middle class,” 
is too strong a description for one 
of the widely noted vision splits, 
he said. 

“Middle class people are very 
busy, involved people. It is diffi- 
cult for them to engage in conflicts 
because they have other interests— 
and because the penalties are often 
too great.” 

Our social system is strong, Dr. 
Spiegel said. “It will survive.” It is 
only society’s ability to correct ex- 
isting errors that is weak, he said. 


